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Preface




When Yang Liwei, China’s first astronaut, returned to the ground and
truthfully reported in 2003, “I did not see the Great Wall from the

space shuttle,” what he said not only aroused a little controversy but

also disappointed many Chinese.

Just as not every astronaut could see the Great Wall from the sky, not
every person on earth could personally walk along the entire Great
Wall.

The Great Wall, more than 5,000 kilometers long, has been in exist-
ence for 2,000 years, and depending on such factors as time, location
and circumstances, the image of the wall has varied in the eyes of
different people.

In the eyes of the First Emperor of Qin, the Great Wall was a protec-
tive screen against possible invasion by the Xiongnus, a northern no-
madic tribe that fought on horseback. During the same era, it is said, a
woman named Meng Jiangnu through tear-filled eyes saw the Great
Wall as a grave for her husband who died building it under forced
labor.

In the eyes of the nomadic tribes, the Great Wall was a barrier that
blocked their march on horseback southward.

In the eyes of soldiers defending the wall against the northern invaders,
the Great Wall was more like a “kindred brother” standing with them
to guard the homeland.

In the eyes of some historians, the Great Wall appears more like a
stern and strict father separating two fighting sons, forcing them to
stay on good terms and not allowing them to hit each other. In the eyes

of other historians, however, the wall was more of a conservative old

man doggedly hanging on to old ways of thinking and refusing to
progress with the times.

What one person sees is often what another misses. And so it is that
the Great Wall exists in entirely different images in the minds of dif-
ferent people.

In the lens of photographer Li Shaobai, the Great Wall is reflected in a
variety of images ranging from cows and sheep grazing by the wall to
elderly farmers leaning against it for a rest, to crops lying beside it just
harvested, to rapeseed plants blossoming along it and wild buckwheat
blooming on the mountain slopes around it ... and, long after the flames
of war have died out on its watchtowers, the calm and indifference of
the Great Wall.

But the photographer is not content only with capturing the architec-
tural beauty of the Great Wall. He also has incorporated his own sen-
sibilities and experiences in a quiet and harmonious way through his
careful selection of settings, the tempo of his narratives and the com-
position of the scenes he has captured. Despite a restrained approach
to revealing his personal feelings, his pictures inevitably are tinged
with their subtle but i}psistent presence whether the photograph itself
is in bright light or haze.

Mr. Li tries to tell the history of the Great Wall through his camera
lens, confident that the wall he sees and feels has not been seen by
others—or even if seen, unacknowledged.

This is the very purpose for the publication of this art book entitled The

Invisible Great Wall and the very reason why the Great Wall still stands
tall and mighty. &




Touching the Great Wall




The ancient architectural wonder of the Great Wall—having witnessed the rise and de-
velopment of ancient civilizations, the comings and goings of various feudal dynasties,
the hardships and interactions and assimilations experienced within the Chinese nation—
over time has evolved, as its defensive and military functions gradually disappeared,
eventually to become a symbol of a powerful national spirit and a profound national
culture.

According to the Modern Chinese Dictionary, the term “five-thousand-kilometer Great Wall”
is used as a metaphor to... “describe an invincible force and insurmountable barrier.”

The Chinese national anthem March of the Volunteers begins, “Arise, ye who refuse to be
slaves; with our very flesh and blood, let us build our new Great Wall.” Sung for generations,
the anthem reinforces the humanistic and cultural value of the Great Wall as a spiritual
symbol,People come close to the wall and sing its praise. They touch it and remember it.
They touch the bricks once soaked with the blood of border guards who fought so hard to
defend it, and they touch the sandy soil that has been breaking down over the years in
solitude.

The long history of the Great Wall is one of antagonism between different ethnic groups as
well as their coming together and assimilating. It is one of self-imposed closing to the
outside world and also one of seeking active contacts and exchanges. It is one of ancient
people having to leave home to work like slaves, but it is also one of having to defend
against invasion to secure peace and stability. It is one of generals and soldiers shedding
their blood and giving up their lives, as well as one of wives and mothers left in empty
homes shedding tears.

To touch the Great Wall is to touch history.

To touch the Great Wall is to touch the strongest pulse, beating for centuries, of the Chinese

nation. @\
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Blood, Tear and Monument

For hundreds of years, debate has swirled around the Great
Wall: Is the Great Wall a gigantic monument of history, or
just a very old structure soaked in blood and tears? Is it the
strongest and most effective military defensive work of its
era or is it simply a symbol of conservatism, self-imposed
closure and retreat? Is it a symbol of the persevering spirit
of the Chinese nation, or a product of narrow-minded

nationalism?
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